The Effects of Acetazolamide on Exercise Performance at Sea Level and in Hypoxic Environments: A Review.
Lowlanders rapidly ascending to high altitude (>2500 m) often develop acute mountain sickness (AMS). While acclimatization is the most effective method of reducing symptoms of AMS (ie, headache, fatigue, nausea, gastrointestinal distress, etc.), it may take several days to become fully acclimated. Prophylactic use of acetazolamide (AZ), a carbonic anhydrase inhibitor, has become a popular alternative to staged acclimatization because it can be a less time-consuming method of reducing symptoms of AMS. While numerous studies have shown the effectiveness of AZ in mitigating the symptoms of AMS, a review of the existing literature regarding the effects of AZ on submaximal and maximal exercise performance at sea level and at altitude has not been performed. Literature search identified 17 peer reviewed articles examining the effects of AZ on exercise performance both at sea level and at altitude, as well as the associated side effects of prophylactic AZ use for the attenuation of AMS. This review finds that AZ treated cohorts experience a reduction in time to exhaustion during both submaximal and maximal exercise performance at sea level. At altitude, AZ treated cohorts' recorded widely variable submaximal and maximal exercise performance. At sea level, AZ impairs submaximal and maximal exercise performance. Due to the wide variation of findings of previously published studies, the effects of AZ on submaximal and maximal exercise performance at altitude remain unknown.